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Developing a Unified Approach to Sustainable
Consumption Behaviour: Opportunities for a New
Environmental Paradigm
Vivienne Byers1 and Alan Gilmer1
Abstract
Politicians and national policy makers seek to encourage individuals to engage in a wide range of
pro-environmental practices to address both discrete environmental problems and major global
challenges such as climate change. Theoretically, the field of behavioural management in
environmental consumption which seeks to change holarchic open human systems, is much
contested. This paper proposes to develop a synthesized conceptual framework embracing a unified
approach that addresses the systematic, structural, and institutional perspectives on how
consumption, through public policy initiatives, can be developed and changed to reflect a deeper
ecological foundation. This approach considers the debate regarding policy and behavioural change;
as policies needed to enact large-scale change can often be seen as politically charged. The paper, in
exploring the literature regarding the values that influence sustainable consumption behaviour in
society, seeks to define the interplay of societal paradigms with regard to their influence on an
individual‟s motivations. The aim of this paper is to add to the debate on political governance in the
context of enhancing sustainability in complex adaptive social systems, and guiding the development
of sustainable consumption policy towards a new environmental paradigm.

Keyword Set: Environmental Policy, Consumption, Sustainability, Society, Politics, Behaviour.

1. Introduction
Recent moves by national and local policy makers have sought to encourage
individuals to engage in a wide range of pro-environmental practices to address both
discrete environmental problems and major global challenges such as climate change
(Barr et al. 2011). Theoretically, the field of behavioural management in environmental
consumption is much contested (Hall 2013; Shove 2014). Considerable debate continues
regarding behavioural change and policy learning at both an individual and societal level
and the balance of responsibility between these two levels. According to Spaargaren
(2011), the ways in which ordinary people deal with environmental matters requires
detailed examination; in how they perceive, understand, evaluate and manage the
connections between their personal lifestyles and routine consumption practices and
global environmental change. Policy makers seek to gain a better understanding of these
everyday consumption practices of consumers or citizens in order to reduce overall
environmental impact in areas such as CO2 transport emissions and in managing
dwelling places (Dietz et al., 2009).
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The modern industry discourse in sustainability is the idea of „green growth‟ which can
be described as the paradox of a continuation of increased economic growth, at the same
time as increasing sustainability (Hall 2013). For policy makers the challenge is how to
encourage and sustain appropriate levels of individual behavioural change to manage
consumption in a changing environment (DEFRA, 2005; 2008; Rutherford and Coutard
2014). Hoffmann (2011) questions the „green economy‟ and posits that large-scale decarbonisation of the economy and society will only be achieved if current consumption
patterns, methods and lifestyles are subject to change. However, sustainable
consumption contains underlying assumptions about an individual‟s capacity to act or to
change their consumption patterns. These assumptions relate to both behaviour and
governance, as the state utilises a range of policy measures to achieve its policy goals
which are based on its beliefs regarding individual and collective behaviour (Hall, 2011).
There has been a shift over time in the relationship between governments and
individuals with an over-arching societal paradigm of the role of individuals as agents of
change (Seyfang, 2005). Barr, et al., (2011) note that attention (policy and otherwise) in
Western democracies on individuals as a means or focus to tackle environmental
problems has grown. The citizen–consumer perspective has been operationalized in a
number of ways to explore how individuals can be encouraged to act as agents for
positive environmental change (Spaargaren and Mol, 2008). Both intrinsic and extrinsic
values motivate behavioural change in individuals. Psychological theory has traditionally
been more concerned with intrinsic motivation to explain self-driven behaviour such as
exploration and seeking challenges, where there are no obvious external reinforcements
(Amabile et al. 1994). However, it is the extrinsic values, those that include an
individual‟s cognitive assessment of effort as a means to some extrinsic end, that have
been to the fore in managing consumption in society (Hall 2013).
This paper has two objectives, the first, is to explore the literature regarding the values
that influence sustainable consumption behaviour in society and to identify core societal
paradigms with regard to their influence on an individual‟s motivations. The second
objective is to posit a synthesized conceptual framework, embracing a unified approach
to address systematic, structural, and institutional perspectives on how consumption,
through public policy initiatives can be developed to reflect a deeper ecological
foundation. In addressing the first objective, Hall‟s (2013) framework of behavioural
approaches to governance of sustainable consumption will be used to explore the
literature: the utilitarian; the social/psychological; and the systems of
provision/institutional approach. These inform the selection of policy tools to change
behaviours, different modes of governance and act as policy paradigms or belief systems
(see also Seyfang, 2011). The first, the utilitarian approach underlies much contemporary
neo-liberal economic policy (Bone 2010). It is based on the belief that individuals
consume goods and services in free markets with perfect competition and information to
decide a course of action that delivers the greatest personal utility. This affords an
opportunity to micro-focus on the inconsistency of consumer attitudes and behaviours.
The second approach, the social/psychological model includes both behavioural
economics and social marketing and has emerged as a critique of the first approach. This
approach considers the role of the individual within society as a citizen-consumer.
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Behavioural economics stems from the belief that individuals „satisfice‟ by choosing
options that satisfy most needs but are not individually optimal (Simon 1965). This has
resulted in the growth of „nudging‟ which seeks to configure a choice array in a policy
instrument for citizens so that they are steered towards making positive decisions for
society while preserving individual choice (Alemanno 2012; Hall 2013). The main focus
of behavioural change from a consumption studies perspective is via the tool of social
marketing which utilizes softer powers to build public awareness and change behaviour
through the gradual establishment of new, and collectively held, behavioural norms
(Jones et al 2011). Again this approach is not without its critics as being paternalistic and
without regard to the individual‟s context (Shove 2010, 2014). The third approach is the
systems of provision/institutional approach (socio-technical) which considers individual
psychological factors and values within the context of the systems, standards and norms
under which individuals operate (Prothero, 2011, Hall 2013, Higham et al 2013).
According to Moloney et al. (2010) this is fundamental to the development of successful
strategies and policies to shift towards sustainable consumption. This approach addresses
the systematic, structural, and institutional perspectives on how institutions, through
public policy initiatives, can begin and sustain change towards sustainability in the future.
It considers the values both intrinsic and extrinsic of the individual within a context of
the constraints and norms of institutions and wider society.
This paper will function as an overview of these current approaches in the field of
environmental consumption and behavioural management, and summarise some of the
key arguments and developments. These will be framed under the headings of the three
approaches outlined: the utilitarian; the social/psychological; and the systems of
provision/institutional approach. The paper will conclude with a synthesized conceptual
framework embracing a unified approach that addresses the differing perspectives on
sustainable consumption through public policy.
2. The utilitarian approach (Neoliberal discourse)
The utilitarian approach to behavioural change utilizes a conventional neoclassical microeconomic view of consumption by individuals as rational utilitymaximizers (Hall 2013). Varman and Vikas (2007) describe the neoliberal belief that
markets, without institutional intervention in the main, and operating in an unfettered
global order, are theorized to lead to the most efficient distribution of resources and to
optimize societal welfare. However, several macro-marketing scholars have questioned
the efficacy of markets controlled by private enterprise, in ensuring consumer well-being
(Varman and Vikas 2007; Prothero et al 2011; McDonagh and Prothero, 2014).
According to Hall (2013) the neoliberal belief is that promotion of sustainable
consumption relies on the intervention of government to correct „market failure‟ and to
ensure that individuals both private citizens and corporate entities have access to greater
information to inform their decisions. Thus, the argument is that educating and
equipping consumers with information to overcome information deficits will ensure that
actors will behave in a rational way. However, the evidence is to the contrary, as access
to information and education regarding climate change and sustainable consumption has
© 2018 The Authors. Journal Compilation
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not led to significant changes in sustainable consumption behaviour (Gadenne, Sharma,
Kerr and Smith, 2011).
Bone (2010) eloquently describes how long-term rational planning and organization at
national and global level has receded in favour of a „fatalistic reliance‟ upon market
mechanisms to control economic and wider public affairs in a manner which exposes
everyday lives to the unpredictability of unfettered market fundamentalism. Globally, at
national government level, strategic planning practices are increasingly guided by
neoliberal political agendas (Gadenne, et al., 2011). This has been marked by an
extension of managerialist control within both the private and public sphere, which has
intensified systems of bureaucratic organization, particularly focused on achieving
narrowly defined goals over short time scales (Oleson, 2014). Many neoliberal reforms in
the public sector have been driven by a New Public Management (NPM) ideology and as
such, their implementation has often been problematic, as the ambiguity of the ends they
seek are often problematic in themselves (Rein 2006). These NPM driven reforms often
function as legitimating devices, thus appearing egalitarian and in the best public interest
(Lapsley 2001).
However, recent global crises (e.g. banking, austerity, economic and health inequality,
climate/environmental change, and immigration flows) have led to questioning of the
neoliberal agenda, as belief in the markets has led to outcomes such as growing political
unrest and reduced trust in government. Despite these developments, there has been an
„increasing normalisation of neoliberal practices and concepts‟ in political economy that
continues to hold sway (Olesen, 2014, see also Harvey 2005). Bone (2010) avers that this
„anti-human‟ neoliberal hegemony must be vigorously challenged in favour of something
better.
Khan (2015: 59) quotes a speech by the Irish President Michael Higgins in 2013,
reflecting on the devastating effects of neoliberalism on Europe, in which he observes
that:
„The current state of the European economy, with .. increasing inequality, is a source of concern, … and
that the problem might not lie so much in a lack of the right answers to this most recent crisis of
capitalism, as in an absence of the right questions‟.
He notes that it is important that we recalibrate our focus from that of the economy to
that of society, and ensure that neither growth nor „development‟, but rather formation
of what can be termed as „good societies‟, as in entities that nurture and thrive on values
of equity, empathy, social justice and environmental sustainability constitute the end goal
of all public action (Khan 2015: 55). To that end the neoliberal agenda casts a very long
shadow on „green growth‟ based on enhanced material/resource/energy consumption
efficiency and drastic changes in the energy mix, as the transformation required goes
beyond innovation and structural changes to include the need for democratization of the
economy and cultural change. Hoffman (2011) calls into question market structures
which are actually complicating the „green‟ transformation of economies.
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3. Social/psychological approaches: nudging and social marketing
In response to the failure of neo-classical economic models to significantly
influence sustainable consumption behaviour, there has also been recognition that
availability of better quality information does not change behaviour (Whitmarsh, 2009).
This critique has come from two social/psychological sources; behavioural economics
and consumption studies (Hall 2013).
The basis of rational decision making is that when an individual is faced with a decision,
they seek complete knowledge of the situation, identify all relevant options in an
unbiased manner and then seek the highest utility for their choice. Behavioural
economics and the influence of behavioural science recognizes that individuals do not
act in this manner; instead they revert to familiar heuristics to process information more
easily in decision making. This can be due to limited attention, in that they don‟t always
read the relevant details. The process can be affected by an individual‟s inertia and a
„present‟ bias; in that the consequences of a decision for their future state is not
considered, such as chronic illness if exercise isn‟t taken, or a reduced pension if
payments to a plan are deferred. Behavioural economics also recognizes that decision
making is influenced or constrained by the role of social norms and routines including
notions of community and fairness in economic outcomes (Folmer and JohanssonStenman, 2011). Thus, individuals limit their information search, as information overload
can lead to subsequent difficulties in decision making, although they recognize the
importance of their decisions or actions for wider society (Seyfang 2011). As a result the
concept of bounded rationality underpins behavioural economics, in that individuals
engage in satisficing behaviour where they choose an option that satisfies most needs
with a limited information search, but it is not the optimal solution (Simon, 1965). This
research focus is nothing new and satisficing has long had explanatory influence in the
areas of public administration and public policy. However, it has now assumed renewed
significance with respect to sustainability and the challenges of climate change (Thynne,
2008). It has also become an underlying dimension of the increasing interest of
behavioural economics in “nudging” (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008).
Jones, Pykett and Whitehead (2010) describe nudging as a collection of techniques of
government-sponsored behaviour change, which they collectively refer to as soft or
libertarian paternalism. These approaches are beginning to be used to replace traditional
modes of state action and open up new registers of legitimate governmental activity.
The focus of nudging is in reconfiguring the choice architecture of consumers or
individuals to encourage beneficial decision-making in areas such as food consumption
(obesity), energy conservation or reduction in emissions. The goal is to steer individuals
towards making positive decisions for themselves and society whilst still retaining
individual or personal choice. Policy makers can thus organize the architecture of choice
through managing the context, process and environment for individual consumers to
influence their decision making (Alemanno, 2012). A policy qualifies as a nudge if it
strategically uses cognitive biases in order to make a change in the choice architecture or
environment for individual decision making. However, it must not restrict individual
© 2018 The Authors. Journal Compilation
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choice and is used in the interest of the individual (Hall 2013). According to Sunstein
(2014, 2017), this can include ten nudge options for action:
[1]
Default rules – e.g. automatic enrolment in programs, including education,
health, savings, environment
[2]
Simplification – e.g. reducing complexity to avoid confusion in form filling,
website navigation.
[3]
Information/disclosure – e.g. information regarding economic or environmental
costs associated with energy use.
[4]
Warnings - e.g. graphic warnings on cigarettes or for dangerous driving
[5]
Reminders – e.g. for delinquent tax payers. Timing is key to this strategy
[6]
Increases in ease and convenience – e.g. shelving healthy foods at eye level
[7]
Use of social norms – emphasizing what most of the population does; e.g. nine
out of ten hotel guests reuse their towels.
[8]
Non-monetary rewards - recognition of some kind.
[9]
Active choosing/ prompted choice
[10]
Pre-commitment strategies – e.g. people commit to a certain course of action,
such as smoking cessation.
Across the globe, governments are incorporating behavioural economics into the design
of more effective policy solutions (Madrian 2014). In the UK nudging has become core
to the policy work of the Conservative government. David Cameron was an advocate of
Thaler and Sunstein‟s (2008) book; Nudge. Cass Sunstein himself was head of the Office
of Regulatory Affairs in the Obama administration (2009-2012). A well-known UK
initiative is the Behavioural Insights Team referred to as the Nudge Unit. They describe
their mission as using insights from behavioural science to encourage people to make
better choices for themselves and society. Initially set up by the UK government they
now describe themselves as a social purpose company partly owned by the Cabinet
Office, employees and Nesta (a charity). Their success has been in devising,
implementing, and testing or trialling new approaches to achieving policy goals in
domains ranging from health behaviours to unemployment to energy conservation
(Behavioural Insights Team 2010; Hallsworth and Sanders 2016). Several countries,
including Ireland, are using their model to inform their own efforts to implement more
behaviourally informed approaches to policy design. More recently, with the support of
academics and private consultants the Irish Behavioural Science and Policy Network
(IBSPN) has been set up. Its aim is to bring together the thinkers and doers of
behavioural science in Ireland, in order to share, discuss and debate how behavioural
insights can, and should be applied in the business, academic and public policy arena.
Agencies of the state are using „nudging‟ to improve use of public services such as the
Irish Commission on Taxation which has examined and employed a number of ways to
improve the tax system; simplifying tax communication and collection mechanisms.
Sunstein (2014) describes nudges as a form of soft paternalism, as they steer people in a
certain direction. However, he argues that they are specifically designed to preserve full
freedom of choice. He uses the analogy of a GPS (geographical positioning system) that
Published by ECSDEV, Via dei Fiori, 34, 00172, Rome, Italy
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guides people in a certain direction, yet they remain free to select or adjust the route. He
emphasizes that some kind of social environment (choice architecture) influencing
people‟s choices is always in place. His argument is that libertarian paternalism is
paternalistic only to the extent that it tries to „influence people‟s behaviour, in order to
make their lives longer, healthier, and better‟ (Thaler and Sunstein 2008: 5). He argues
that choices are not limited or blocked, as putting fruit at eye-level is a nudge, but
banning junk food is not.
However, there are a number of criticisms of nudging; the first is that it assumes the
individual is somewhat incapable or limited in capacity and essentially excluded from the
behavioural change process, rather than having the ability to reflect on a wide range of
public policy choices (van der Linden 2012). Public activists have seen nudge as being
manipulative and a form of mind-control. Also, researchers have argued that the effects
of „nudges‟ are marginal, relatively short-lived and don‟t really address core issues such as
the complexity of health behaviours, due to their simplicity. These tools of government
are now being used by private industry to manipulate consumer behaviour and as such,
are not always oriented towards people‟s well-being and development. A balance
between individual responsibility versus the responsibility of government for society
needs to be struck.
4. Systems of provision/institutional approach – Socio-technical approach
It is the extrinsic values, those that generally include an individual‟s cognitive
assessment of effort as a means to some extrinsic end, that have been to the fore in
managing consumption in society (Hall 2013). McMeekin and Southerton (2012) note
that the focus on changing consumer behaviour has offered a much less expensive route
for governments to attain sustainable societies, than investment in infrastructural
technology development and implementation. However, a sustainable future cannot be
achieved by relying solely on initiating „bottom-up‟ changes in individual consumer
behaviour, as macro-institutional approaches to sustainability in research and policy, are
vital (Prothero, et al., 2011). Moloney, et al., (2010) note that appealing to an individual‟s
more „intrinsic values‟ such as personal growth and community involvement lead to
more successful outcomes. Thus, this introduces social norms into the equation,
recognising that behaviour is socially constructed, and therefore needs to be considered
at the collective or societal level. This perspective is identified in the work of the new
institutional theorists who link the macro environment and its varying norms or logics,
to the micro practices of individuals or groups as they manage conflicting societal logics
(Micelotta et al, 2017). It also acknowledges the relevance of social values as a step
forward in the behaviour change endeavour
Adding to the debate; Shove (2014) argues that efforts to promote more sustainable
patterns of consumer behaviour draw upon a remarkably narrow range of conceptual
resources. She proposes the need to examine the potential and relevance of alternative
paradigms, especially those in the area of practice theory, that lie outside the dominant
discourses and traditions of economics and psychology. She notes that currently social
© 2018 The Authors. Journal Compilation
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science that is considered policy relevant is consistent with a dominant paradigm
organized around theories of individual attitude, behaviour and choice. In practical
terms, the priorities that matter when the aim is to promote pro-environmental
behaviour are quite different to those that pertain when the goal is to reconfigure the
practices that people reproduce. Both Phipps and Ozanne (2017) and Gram-Hassen
(2011) advocate practice theory as a promising approach, in that it shifts focus from the
individual consumer towards the collective aspects of consumption, and from
conspicuous dimensions of consumption, towards routine taken-for-granted practices
and mundane aspects of consumption, that form part of everyday life making people feel
secure. Phipps et al. (2013) advocate the perspective of social-cognitive theory to
examine how behaviour can influence both personal and environmental factors and, in
turn, affect future behaviours and optimise environmental sustainability.
In examining the influence of the macro-environment, socio-technical theory takes into
account the interaction and intertwining between systems and individual practice (Geels,
et al., 2015). A significant amount of research has accumulated over the last decade,
indicating the importance of understanding the role of context and technology in
shaping behaviour relating to energy consumption and, vice versa, the role of behaviour
and routine in shaping the use of energy-related technologies (Shove, 2010; Moloney, et
al., 2010, Phipps et al, 2013). A socio-technical framework situates technology and
technological innovation in the social contexts in which they emerge. It explores how
and why a particular society or context shapes or generates the technologies that are
produced. In this framework, the analysis is not on the rational consumer, and it does
not take social standards and expectations as a given, rather, it is iterative in that it seeks
to interrogate the construction of the interaction of technology and the consumer, and
its ongoing reconstruction. Thus, it seeks to examine the implications for the social
practices of consumption. For example, in the context of energy related consumption;
there is a dynamic relationship between agents in the 'utility sectors' who provide energy,
water and waste services, and the consumers of those services. Thus, according to
Strijbos (2006:367);
“actions and ways of using technology are conditioned by the context and steered by common 'practices'
that take on a definite form in social interaction”.
The concept of „practices‟ in socio-technical analysis is used, as opposed to that of
behaviours, reflecting a rejection of the focus on individually focused behaviour change
but rather on the importance of the collective or social context shaping, framing and
often constraining daily actions. Practices are embedded in a range of sociotechnical
systems which constitute a diversity of institutions, regulations, infrastructures and
technologies (Moloney, et al., 2010). McMeekin and Southerton (2012) stratify the
approach in to three levels: the social relations of consumption; co-dependent changes in
production and consumption; and, technologies, practices and consumption.
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Moloney, et al.,‟s (2010: 6-7) review of behaviour or practice change and the sociotechnical approach in understanding energy consumption, identified five core themes for
mobilisation:
(i)
framing behaviour and social practices: the importance of 'intrinsic' and
'extrinsic' values, in that an activity which upholds intrinsic values such as personal
growth or community involvement is more likely to lead to a higher level of engagement
than those that appeal to extrinsic values;
(ii)
beyond barriers and constraints: factors identified as barriers and constraints
relate to enabling routine and habit formation, which is set in the social contexts in
which individuals live and their sense of control or agency;
(iii)
approaches to empowerment: important psychological factors motivating
behaviour and are derived from both internal and external variables such as a person‟s
education, income and social status;
(iv)
the need for systemic change: the wider view, individual behaviour change
strategies are inappropriate if macro conditions exist which contribute to the problem;
(v)
the path forward through learning and integration: the impact of social learning
in communities can be significant in changing people's behaviour and motivating them
into action.
According to Geels, et al. (2015), the socio-technical approach recognizes the importance
of a multi-level viewpoint; in that consumer practices are part of wider systems. These
systems are reproduced by many actors (organisations, policymakers, universities,
consumers, wider publics), whose actions and beliefs are shaped by existing institutional
regimes (regulative, cognitive, and normative rules). These socio-technical systems can be
hard to change because of taken-for-granted rules, policies and institutions, as well as
resistance by actors using power and politics to stabilize existing systems. (see also Scott
et al, 2000 in health policy). According to Hall (2013), the socio-technical approach
compared to the other two approaches outlined in this paper, provides a profound
critique for a number of reasons. Firstly, positioning the problem of sustainable
consumption as a problem of personal choice fails to appreciate the socially situated and
structured nature of consumption. Secondly, a focus on the end consumer obscures
important questions about the design of choice options and their relationship to demand
and use. Finally, it suggests that socio-technical systems, institutions and structures are
not neutral, in that their formation and constitution is likely to influence behaviours and
practices in one direction more than others. As Geels et al (2015: 4) note, contemporary
environmental problems can be seen as symptoms of deeper (sociocultural and politicoeconomic) problems in modern capitalist societies, particularly the pre-occupation with
economic growth and over-consumption.
5. Pressures and public policy solutions
Pressures
The aim of this paper was to seek an approach and outcome that integrates core societal
paradigms in the synthesis of a new framework that can develop and sustain change in
consumption behaviour towards future sustainability. The challenges to sustainability and
© 2018 The Authors. Journal Compilation
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sustainable development have been amplified by the continued growth of the global
economy (McDonagh and Prothero, 2014). Therefore, the problems related to
unsustainable consumption are growing, and the approach to addressing them must
become more intentional, comprehensive, and systematic (Prothero et al. 2011).
According to Dunlap and Van Liere (1978) a key challenge to green governance,
sustainability and sustainable consumption has been the dominant social paradigm
(DSP), which can be characterized by a belief in unlimited abundance and progress,
materialism, faith in the power of technology, minimal government intervention, and
unlimited private property rights which greatly defines our neo-liberal discourse (see also;
Prothero et al., 2011; Kilbourne, et al., 1997).
In the Irish and wider European context there is a call for improved governance across
all sectors in order to manage sustainable consumption (Sustainable Future, 2012;
Healthy Ireland (DOH) 2013; OECD 2011; Europe 2020 Strategy 2010). The link
between sustainability and health and well-being has been explicitly set out (Haines et al
2012). A clear need has been identified to create an environment where every individual
and sector of society can play their part in achieving a „good society‟. This can only be
done through society-wide involvement in, and engagement with, cross-sectoral
sustainability linking environment, economy and human health.
Public policy solutions
The importance of recognising the interconnected nature of environmental systems and
the inevitability of limits to growth is paramount (Prothero et al., 2011). Therefore, it is
particularly important to generate evidence, review existing practices, and further inform
public policymakers in order to adjust the practices associated with sustainable
behaviours, whether at the institutional or individual level. Additional research has
highlighted the importance of information, public participation (Agyeman and Angus,
2003), communications and transparency at state and wider societal level (Peattie &
Peattie, 2009; Loer, 2016).
In 1978 Dunlap and Van Liere posited that the solution to recognising the
interconnected nature of environmental systems rested with a quantum shift from the
dominant social paradigm (DSP) to a new environmental paradigm (NEP) (see also
Dunlap, 2002; Dunlap 2008). They argued that the NEP was a response to society's
fundamentally anti-ecological DSP which required replacement by a more connected and
realistic world view if „ecological catastrophe‟ was to be avoided. Over time, according to
Thomson (2013), Dunlap and his colleagues have revised the New Environmental
Paradigm to form a more comprehensive New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) incorporating a
greater range of eco-centric views. According to Dunlap (2008), the ecological
worldview, the NEP, has diffused more slowly in society than would have been
expected. Though paradigm shifts observed in disciplines such as science can be slow,
where often researchers and practitioners do not easily abandon their views despite
evidence. He observes that defenders of the DSP also bring extensive resources to bear
in responding to challenges to their hegemony. This is particularly worrying at present, in
the context of what has been described as a „post-truth‟ society (Wang, 2016, Suiter
Published by ECSDEV, Via dei Fiori, 34, 00172, Rome, Italy
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2016), in which the use of „alternative facts‟ holds sway; described as a willingness to
persevere with a particular belief, due to ignorance of, or a total disregard for reality. In
this context, Strong (2017) warns that if empirical evidence holds no persuasive value, it
renders rational debate difficult. From an ecological point of view, authoritarian
populism and its effect on political commitment to the UN Paris Climate Agreement
(2015) is of concern.
This paper has presented a summary of a „triangulated review‟ using Hall‟s (2013)
framework of the utilitarian, the social/psychological and the systems of
provision/institutional approaches to managing consumption behaviour (see also
Seyfang, 2011). This is a step towards developing a novel systems based NEP approach.
It draws from an understanding of the intrinsic dimensions and motivations of consumer
behaviour, as in Kollmus and Agyeman‟s (2002) concept of „pro-environmental
consciousness‟ seen as an amalgam of environmental knowledge, values, and attitudes,
together with emotional involvement. This is in turn embedded in personal values and
personality traits shaped by internal, as well as external factors. This behaviour is also
constrained by the DSP, where economic growth and scientific and technological
progress are seen as capable of solving all problems. Fuchs (2017) notes that a key
requirement for an NEP approach is citizen driven governance where the dimensions of
sustainability are understood as nested within wider society; economy culture and nature.
To this end, a conceptual model is proposed as a template to advance a NEP, drawing
from this review of literature, and in particular, the work of Fuchs (2017), Kollmuss and
Agyeman (2002), Phipps et al. (2013), Phipps & Ozanne, (2017) (see below). In a
European context this can address national and international policy set out in key
documents (Sustainable Future 2012; Towards Green Growth OECD 2011; Europe
2020 Strategy, SOER 2015). It endeavours to foster development of cross-sectoral
sustainability policy and address the gap in understanding between current
monitoring//indicators and consumption behaviour. In so doing, it aims to provide the
consumer-citizen and policy maker with additional mechanisms to take action. Thus, it
seeks to establish greater participatory consumer citizenship in the formulation of
environmental policy (Menegat, 2002) and to deliver a more tractable process for
sustainable policy implementation.
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Figure 1: Pro-environmental behaviour nested within societal subsystems (adapted from Kollmuss and Agyeman
2002: p257, Phipps et al 2013, and Fuchs 2017: p11-12).

Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to give a targeted review of the literature in
sustainable consumption. The task was to gain further understanding of the values and
motivations that influence consumption behaviour and sustainability. These consumer
values, both intrinsic and extrinsic are discussed against the backdrop of a society
dominated by a neo-liberal philosophy which places greater emphasis on extrinsic values,
and by behavioural approaches that expound positive attitudes toward sustainability, but
exhibit mostly unsustainable consumption patterns (Prothero et al. 2011). The paper
utilized Hall‟s (2013) framework of behavioural approaches to assist in understanding the
current attitudes to governance of sustainable consumption. These three different
approaches inform the selection of policy tools to change behaviours, but are also related
to different modes of governance and act as policy paradigms. Hall (2013) reminds us of
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the failure to recognise the importance of social structures in affecting behaviour which
has created a path dependency in which solutions to consumption are only accepted
within the dominant governance and behavioural paradigm. This needs to be challenged.
This review is the beginning of a journey that seeks to resolve and contextualize the
dynamics of governance and sustainable policy on the one hand and a systems
description of consumption, consumers and consumer-citizen behaviour on the other. It
aims to fill an identified policy action gap. The public policy system and much of the
research that feeds into it is not necessarily conducive to breakthroughs and rapid
paradigm shift (Hall 2013). From a sustainability perspective, consumption patterns need
to be studied as they exist within the larger societal and global fabric. The changes
required for sustainability in its widest sense may become politically charged, as „expand
or perish‟ is an inexorable force in a capitalist economic system (Hoffman 2011). The
contradiction of seeking to influence the consumption patterns of the citizen-consumer
whilst capitalist actors seek continued increases in sales and profits, with no interest in
societal benefits is clear. Hoffman (2011: 9) cites the chief economist of the International
Energy Agency (IEA):
“potentially, we are already with our feet in water, reaching the level of our knees. Yet we make decisions
and keep promising that our toes will remain dry”
Thus, there is a recognised need for a new sustainable model and the development of a
new global agenda. Indeed, Spaargaren (2011) calls for the development of new forms
of environmental authority, beyond nation states, in order to bring about effective forms
of global governance for sustainable consumption in a new world order. This study
provides a conceptual road map and adds to the momentum that will drive this process
forward.
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